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Editorial  Abstract:  Counterinsurgency  ( COIN)  operations  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  generate 
unique  and  complex  intelligence,  surveillance,  and  reconnaissance  (ISR)  requirements  for 
lower-echelon  commanders  who  face  a  multitude  of  different  insurgent  groups  fighting  with 
asymmetric  means.  The  air  component  finds  itself  ill  equipped  to  handle  the  ISR  challenges 
of  COIN  since  it  still  adheres  to  a  doctrine  of  major  theater  war.  The  author  provides  his¬ 
torical  context,  offers  an  alternative  approach  to  managing  ISR,  and  recommends  changes 
to  doctrine. 


IN  THE  counterinsurgencies  (COIN)  in 
Iraq  and  Afghanistan,  commanders  of 
brigades,  battalions,  companies,  and  spe¬ 
cial  forces  all  conduct  daily  missions  in 
their  respective  areas  of  operation  (AO)  to  se¬ 
cure  neighborhoods  and  seek  out  insurgents. 
As  noted  by  Lt  Gen  Thomas  Metz,  former 
commander  of  Multi-National  Corps-Iraq, 
“From  small  unit  to  theater  level,  intelligence 
provide  [s]  the  basis  for  every  mission.”1  These 
missions  range  from  cordon  and  search  to  di¬ 
rect  action,  but  all  require  high  levels  of  intel¬ 
ligence,  surveillance,  and  reconnaissance  (ISR) 
support  to  assist  in  target  development,  mis¬ 
sion  planning,  and  execution.  Increasing  the 
amount  of  ISR  available  to  conduct  an  opera¬ 


tion  improves  the  probability  of  mission  suc¬ 
cess.  Mission  planning  by  COIN  units  relies 
heavily  on  intelligence  to  help  answer  certain 
questions:  Where  is  the  enemy  located?  What 
does  he  plan  to  do?  Where  does  he  plan  to 
act?  Where  might  improvised  explosive  devices 
(IED)  be  located?  Moreover,  intelligence  pro¬ 
vided  to  units  during  execution  helps  them 
identify  infiltration  routes  and  possible  am¬ 
bush  locations,  gives  commanders  one  more 
look  at  a  target  before  moving  against  it,  and 
enables  decision  makers  to  monitor  enemy  re¬ 
sponses  to  friendly  actions.2 

Although  human  intelligence  (HUMINT) 
is  a  key  source  for  much  of  this  data,  imagery 
and  signals  information  collected  from  ISR  as- 
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sets  such  as  unmanned  aerial  vehicles  or  U-2 
reconnaissance  aircraft  often  complement  in¬ 
formation  gleaned  from  HUMINT  operations, 
providing  commanders  with  a  multidimen¬ 
sional  intelligence  perspective  of  the  enemy 
and  the  objective  area.  Maj  Dan  Zeytoonian 
and  others  write  that  “in  COIN,  intelligence 
operations  strive  to  fuse  intelligence  from 
nonorganic  collection  sources  [multiple 
sources]  into  a  seamless  picture  of  the  insur¬ 
gency  networks  and  to  provide  corroborating 
intelligence  for  targeting”  (emphasis  added). 3 
The  operational  component  charged  with 
providing  much  of  the  ISR  to  support  COIN 
operations  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  is  the 
combined  force  air  component  commander 
(CFACC).4  The  CFACC  provides  thousands 
of  hours  of  ISR  support  each  month  to  joint 
task  forces  (JTF)  and  other  component  com¬ 
manders  in  US  Central  Command’s  (US- 
CENTCOM)  area  of  responsibility,  but  the 
net  effect  of  these  missions,  though  helpful, 
is  significantly  less  than  it  could  be.  Specifi¬ 
cally,  in  the  words  of  Col  Teresa  Fitzpatrick, 
548th  Intelligence  Group  commander,  “We 
[the  CFACC]  have  only  one  airborne  ISR 
[tactics,  techniques,  and  procedures]:  [ma¬ 
jor  theater  war]  ,”5  Were  the  air  component  to  po¬ 
sition  itself  more  appropriately  for  COIN  opera¬ 
tions,  the  ISR  it  provides  ground  commanders 
would  prove  more  useful  in  helping  maneuver 
units  accomplish  their  missions.  To  understand 
the  cause  and  extent  of  the  CFACC’s  defi¬ 
ciencies  in  providing  effective  ISR  for  COIN 
operations,  we  need  to  appreciate  the  histor¬ 
ical  context  of  the  CFACC  construct  itself, 
the  nature  of  COIN  operations  in  Iraq  and 
Afghanistan,  and  the  way  that  ISR  required 
for  these  operations  differs  from  that  in  con¬ 
ventional  operations.  This  foundation  helps 
reveal  how  the  CFACC  currently  conducts 
ISR  operations  in  support  of  COIN  efforts  in 
Afghanistan  and  Iraq  and  how  we  could  re¬ 
tool  these  operations  to  increase  their  ef¬ 
fectiveness.  Although  COIN  operations  are 
incredibly  complex  and  involve  extensive  dip¬ 
lomatic,  governance,  information,  security, 
economic,  and  psychological  efforts,  this  ar¬ 
ticle  largely  focuses  on  ISR  support  to  secu¬ 
rity  operations  in  the  COIN  environment. 


Historical  Context 

In  the  post-Vietnam  era,  the  Air  Force  dedi¬ 
cated  a  substantial  effort  to  developing  its  ability 
to  fight  at  the  operational  level  of  war  through 
the  CFACC  and  attendant  air  and  space  opera¬ 
tions  center  (AOC)  constructs.6  Beginning  in 
the  early  1990s,  CFACC  principles  were  devel¬ 
oped,  based  upon  the  threats  of  conventional 
wars  in  the  Middle  East  and  Asia.  As  “informa¬ 
tion”  increasingly  became  a  significant  war¬ 
fare  medium  and  as  weapons  became  more 
technology  dependent,  relying  on  precise  in¬ 
formation  to  guide  them,  the  Air  Force  placed 
a  premium  on  fielding  a  robust  fleet  of  ISR 
assets  that  could  locate  the  equipment  that 
our  conventional  adversaries  might  possess.7 
From  fixed  enemy  command  and  control  (C2) 
facilities  to  mobile  surface-to-air  missiles,  tanks, 
and  fighter  aircraft,  the  CFACC  construct 
evolved  to  the  point  that  the  AOC  could  C2  a 
constellation  of  ISR  assets  capable  of  detect¬ 
ing  enemy  threats,  while  directing  strike  air¬ 
craft  to  destroy  them  day  or  night  in  all  weather 
conditions.  “The  rigid  nature  of  these  [con¬ 
ventional]  operations  allowed  our  [ISR]  systems 
and  intelligence  personnel  to  apply  templates 
to  probable  [enemy]  actions”  and  place  our 
collection  systems  over  optimal  points  in  the 
battlefield  to  detect  projected  enemy  activity.8 

To  C2  this  lethal  force,  AOC  processes 
gradually  developed  into  a  carefully  crafted  96- 
hour  air  tasking  order  (ATO)  cycle,  complete 
with  meetings,  processes,  checklists,  and  prod¬ 
ucts — all  codified  in  joint  doctrine  and  com¬ 
monly  practiced  in  each  theater.9  We  not  only 
created  these  processes  based  on  a  conventional- 
war  assumption  but  also  predicated  them  on 
the  notion  that  we  would  direct  friendly  opera¬ 
tions  from  the  operational  level.  This  level  of 
focus  essentially  required  the  CFACC  to  have  a 
macroview  of  the  ground  scheme  of  maneuver. 
For  instance,  the  combined  force  land  compo¬ 
nent  commander  (CFLCC)  would  develop 
batde  plans  that  employed  large  ground  forces, 
such  as  corps  and  divisions,  moving  against 
similar-sized  enemy  units.  The  scheme  of  ma¬ 
neuver  for  these  ground  operations  could  be 
visually  depicted  on  a  map  by  sweeping  arrows 
indicating  the  friendly  axes  of  advance.  To  plan 
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for  and  conduct  these  operations,  the  CFLCC 
would  request  ISR,  interdiction,  close  air  sup¬ 
port  (CAS),  and  a  range  of  other  support  mis¬ 
sions  from  the  CFACC.  To  plan  an  ATO,  the 
AOC  had  to  understand  what  the  ground  com¬ 
ponent  hoped  to  accomplish  during  an  ATO 
period  but  did  not  need  detailed  information 
about  lower-echelon  operations. 

In  addition  to  the  focus  on  conventional 
war  and  the  operational  level,  the  ATO  cycle 
was  based  on  a  hierarchical  request  process 
that  involved  long  lead  times  to  incorporate 
requests  into  the  ATO.  In  essence,  if  a  divi¬ 
sion,  brigade,  or  even  battalion  wanted  its  re¬ 
quests  for  ISR  or  CAS  from  the  CFACC  ap¬ 
proved  by  higher  headquarters,  it  had  to 
forecast  that  requirement  72-96  hours  in  ad¬ 
vance,  typically  based  on  templating  friendly 
and  enemy  movements.  The  CFLCC  would 
collate  validated  air-support  requests  and  for¬ 
ward  them  to  the  CFACC  for  injection  into  the 
ATO  process.  The  consolidated  CFLCC  list 
would  then  compete  against  the  JTF’s  and 
other  components’  requests  for  inclusion  in 
the  ATO.10  Ultimately,  the  96-hour  ATO  battle 
rhythm  worked  well  in  a  conventional  frame¬ 
work  since  battle  fronts,  rates  of  advance,  and 
enemy  actions  were  relatively  predictable.  The 
ground  unit  could  forecast  consequent  re¬ 
quirements  for  CFACC  ISR  and  other  support 
with  an  acceptable  degree  of  certainty. 

Although  this  operational  C2  approach  to 
air  warfare,  developed  after  Vietnam  and  per¬ 
fected  in  time  for  Operation  Iraqi  Freedom, 
proved  successful,  it  was  designed  to  tight  con¬ 
ventional  wars.  Unfortunately,  with  regard  to 
ISR,  for  the  most  part  we  are  applying  the 
same  conventional  AOC  processes  in  COIN 
efforts  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  today,  result¬ 
ing  in  an  ineffective  use  of  CFACC  ISR. 

Counterinsurgency  Operations 
in  Afghanistan  and  Iraq 

Understanding  how  the  CFACC  can  pro¬ 
vide  more  effective  ISR  support  to  COIN  op¬ 
erations  demands  an  intimate  understanding 
of  the  types  of  missions  conducted  by  forces 
during  Operations  Enduring  Freedom  and 


Iraqi  Freedom,  as  well  as  the  manner  in  which 
these  forces  operate.  COIN  operations  in  Iraq 
and  Afghanistan  have  many  characteristics, 
but  we  can  describe  them  as  highly  complex, 
unpredictable,  and  dynamic — generally  dif¬ 
ferentiated  from  conventional  operations  by 
the  nature  of  the  enemy.11  As  opposed  to  a 
conventional  foe  with  all  the  trappings  of  a 
modern  army,  insurgents  in  Iraq  and  Afghani¬ 
stan  often  wear  civilian  clothes,  do  not  use  tra¬ 
ditional  military  equipment,  and  conduct  a 
variety  of  irregular,  small-unit  actions.  They 
do  not  operate  from  customary  bases  or  in 
large  formations,  and,  like  many  insurgent 
forces,  they  blend  in  with  the  population  for 
protection.  Trying  to  detect  this  enemy  with 
ISR  assets,  therefore,  differs  considerably  from 
looking  for  conventional  weapon  systems. 

Insurgents  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan  conduct 
a  variety  of  missions  to  disrupt  coalition  opera¬ 
tions.  They  rarely  engage  coalition  forces  in 
anything  resembling  pitched  battles,  instead 
using  suicide  bombings,  sniper  attacks,  am¬ 
bushes,  and  IEDs  against  military  and  civilian 
targets  to  inflict  damage  and  create  instability.12 
Insurgents  also  conduct  sabotage  against  key 
infrastructure,  such  as  oil  pipelines  and  power 
lines,  and  smuggle  contraband  into  Iraq  and 
Afghanistan  from  countries  such  as  Pakistan, 
Iran,  and  Syria.  The  ISR  challenges  associated 
with  detecting  these  types  of  activities  are  much 
different  than  those  in  conventional  war. 

Complicating  the  task  of  fighting  insur¬ 
gents  in  Iraq  is  the  fact  that  they  are  not  a  uni¬ 
tary  enemy.  Rather,  coalition  forces  face  multi¬ 
variate  violence  from  dozens  of  insurgent 
groups,  all  employing  different  combat  tech¬ 
niques.  As  such,  two  enemy  groups  may  differ 
in  their  employment  of  the  same  method 
against  friendly  forces  (e.g.,  the  use  of  IEDs). 
Therefore,  each  brigade  and  battalion  must 
become  intimately  familiar  with  the  enemy  in 
its  AO  and  develop  a  strategy  to  defeat  that 
enemy.  Eliot  Cohen  writes  that  the  “mosaic 
nature  of  an  insurgency  means  that  local  com¬ 
manders  have  the  best  grasp  of  their  own  situa¬ 
tions”  and,  as  such,  must  determine  how  best 
to  deal  with  them.13 

As  a  result,  the  true  supported  commander 
for  COIN  operations  is  not  at  the  JTF  or 
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CFLCC  level,  as  in  conventional  operations; 
rather,  according  to  Col  Kirk  Mardis,  former 
intelligence-collection  manager  of  Multi- 
National  Force-Iraq,  “The  war  is  being  fought 
at  the  brigade  and  battalion  levels.”14  This  has 
the  effect  of  highly  decentralizing  coalition 
operations,  with  each  unit  conducting  its 
own — often  independent — war  in  its  AO.15 
Moreover,  fighting  the  war  at  the  brigade  level 
and  below  means  that  taskings  to  the  CFACC 
for  ISR  support  originate  there.  A  quick  pe¬ 
rusal  of  any  day’s  CFACC  ISR  collection  deck 
reveals  that  the  vast  majority  of  requirements 
do  not  come  from  Combined  Joint  Task  Force 
76  in  Enduring  Freedom  or  Multi-National 
Force-Iraq  in  Iraqi  Freedom,  though  these  C2 
nodes  validate  and  submit  lower-echelon  re¬ 
quests  for  ISR  to  the  CFACC.16  Nor  is  the  col¬ 
lection  deck  populated  with  targets  from  US- 
CENTCOM  or  the  CFACC,  as  it  might  be  in  a 
conventional  war.  Rather,  maneuver  units  gen¬ 
erate  the  vast  majority  of  ISR  requirements.17 
Lt  Justin  Mahoney,  who  recently  served  as  a 
collection  manager  at  the  combined  AOC 
(CAOC)  at  A1  Udeid  Air  Base,  Qatar,  estimates 
that  80-85  percent  of  collection  requests  in 
Iraqi  Freedom  come  from  the  battalion  and 
brigade  levels  and  that  in  Enduring  Freedom, 
this  same  level  initiates  nearly  100  percent  of 
collection  requests.18 

Without  a  fundamental  understanding  of 
who  generates  ISR  tasking  and  who  the  true 
supported  commander  is,  the  CFACC  cannot 
fully  optimize  C2  of  ISR  to  support  COIN  op¬ 
erations.  Ultimately,  in  the  COIN  fight,  the 
focus  for  CFACC  ISR  support — unlike  that  in 
a  conventional  war — is  not  the  combatant 
command,  JTF,  CFACC,  or  even  the  CFLCC 
but  the  company-,  battalion-,  and  brigade¬ 
sized  unit. 

What  Counterinsurgency 
Commanders  Need  from 
Intelligence,  Surveillance,  and 
Reconnaissance 

To  counter  the  insurgent  threats  in  Endur¬ 
ing  Freedom  and  Iraqi  Freedom,  coalition 


forces  conduct  a  variety  of  missions.  They  may 
conduct  cordon-and-search  missions  in  a  par¬ 
ticular  village  or  area  of  town,  looking  for 
weapons  caches,  insurgents,  or  insurgent  hide¬ 
outs.  Prior  to  a  mission,  they  may  request  ISR 
to  surveil  an  objective  area  to  locate  enemy 
ambush  points  or  determine  insurgent  pat¬ 
terns  of  activity.  ISR  may  also  provide  over¬ 
watch  of  a  convoy  as  it  heads  into  a  village 
searching  for  IEDs,  ambushes,  or  other  suspi¬ 
cious  activity.  Further,  ISR  assets  can  give  com¬ 
manders  the  situational  awareness  necessary 
to  defend  against  enemy  operations  or  reac¬ 
tions  to  friendly  missions,  such  as  detecting 
egress  actions,  reinforcing  movements,  or  lo¬ 
cating  sniper  positions.19  These  assets  can  also 
monitor  critical  infrastructure  for  sabotage  or 
surveil  border  passes  for  illicit  activities  such 
as  transshipment  of  weapons  or  drugs. 

We  task  ISR  platforms  to  image  a  spot  on 
the  earth  for  two  primary  reasons,  one  of 
which  involves  detecting  enemy  activity.  When 
a  ground  unit  requests  that  an  ISR  platform 
image  a  target,  it  does  not  just  pick  a  spot  in 
Afghanistan  or  Iraq  and  hope  that  an  un¬ 
manned  aerial  vehicle  will  find  enemy  activity 
there — something  comparable  to  searching 
for  insurgents  through  a  soda  straw.  Instead, 
the  requestor  increases  the  probability  of  de¬ 
tection  by  having  ISR  confirm  activity  identi¬ 
fied  by  other  intelligence  sources.20  For  in¬ 
stance,  a  ground  unit  might  receive  a  HUMINT 
tip  indicating  presence  of  the  enemy  in  a  cer¬ 
tain  location.  To  confirm  the  tip,  a  battalion 
may  request  ISR  support  from  the  CFACC  to 
locate  that  activity.  AOC  collection  managers 
then  use  the  initial  HUMINT  tip  to  cue  signals- 
intelligence  and  imagery-intelligence  sensors 
on  ISR  platforms  for  that  purpose.  Ground- 
unit  requests  could  include  anything  from  lo¬ 
cating  an  IED,  to  confirming  the  presence  of 
high-value  targets,  to  monitoring  border  cross¬ 
ing  points  for  insurgents. 

After  detection  of  the  enemy,  ISR  serves  the 
second  purpose  of  facilitating  action  against 
him.  Intelligence  gained  from  HUMINT  or 
ISR  missions  may  result  in  the  planning  and 
conducting  of  friendly  operations  against  tar¬ 
gets.  General  Metz  writes  that  “in  more  cases 
than  not,  intelligence  drives  most  of  the  bat- 
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talion  and  brigade-level  operations.”21  To  be 
sure,  much  of  this  actionable  intelligence  in 
Enduring  Freedom  and  Iraqi  Freedom  ini¬ 
tially  comes  from  HUMINT  sources.  However, 
we  then  use  these  initial  tip-offs  to  guide  other 
ISR  assets  (signals  intelligence  and  imagery 
intelligence)  to  further  refine  the  intelligence 
picture.  Ground-unit  planning  for  the  upcom¬ 
ing  operation  thus  requires  additional  target¬ 
ing  and  planning  data  to  conduct  its  mission. 
Intelligence  analysts  with  the  ground  unit  re¬ 
quest  ISR  support  from  the  CFACC  and  fuse 
that  intelligence  with  their  HUMINT  to  “gain 
the  best  possible  understanding  of  the  insur¬ 
gent  network”  and  prepare  for  the  upcoming 
operation.22  Thus,  intelligence  plays  a  key  role 
in  both  initiating  friendly  operations  and  then 
supporting  their  planning  and  conduct. 

The  traditional  paradigm  for  collecting  in¬ 
telligence  in  conventional  operations  is  inversely 
related  to  the  collection  approach  needed  in 
COIN  operations.  Whereas  the  requirements 
of  the  operational-level  commander  drive  col¬ 
lection  in  conventional  wars,  General  Metz 
writes  that  “the  intelligence  effort  in  Iraq  is 
a  ‘bottom-up’  process.”23  Vice  Adm  Lowell 
Jacoby,  former  director  of  the  Defense  Intelli¬ 
gence  Agency,  expands  on  this  paradigm  shift 
by  noting, 

There’s  [an]  issue  that’s  desperately  important. 
We  grew  up  in  a  world  where  the  echelon  above 
us  always  had  better  information  than  we  did, 
and  it  cascaded  down.  We  need  to  be  thinking 
about  how  we  can  have  information  flow  up.  To¬ 
day,  the  platoon  or  company  that  is  on  the 
ground  in  Afghanistan  and  patrols  the  same 
area  regularly  for  an  entire  deployment  has  a  far 
better  idea  of  what’s  happening  in  that  sector 
than  someone  who  is  further  removed.24 

Admiral  Jacoby’s  point  is  clear — successful  in¬ 
telligence  operations  necessitate  close  inter¬ 
action  between  the  tactical  and  operational 
levels,  which  in  this  case  means  between  the 
CFACC  and  the  maneuver  units  it  supports  at 
the  brigade  and  battalion  levels. 

Col  James  Waring,  who  served  as  the 
CFLCC’s  chief  liaison  officer  to  the  CFACC  in 
2004,  highlighted  the  need  for  CFACC  inte¬ 
gration  with  the  maneuver  unit,  stating  that 
“we  have  learned  that  the  macro-view  of  the 


ground  scheme  of  maneuver  that  is  echelons- 
above-battalion  level  provides  insufficient  situa¬ 
tional  awareness  to  the  CFACC  and  his  air¬ 
crews.”25  Moreover,  for  the  CFACC  to  provide 
value-added  ISR  support  for  COIN  operations, 
it  not  only  should  have  links  to  the  maneuver 
unit  but  also  must  have  access  to  the  ground 
unit’s  knowledge  about  the  enemy  in  its  AO. 
The  AOC  can  then  use  this  information  to 
guide  its  ISR-collection  efforts.  For  example, 
Army  major  Charles  Baker  explains  that  “uti¬ 
lizing  [unmanned  aerial  vehicles]  to  find  ex¬ 
plosives  or  ambushes  requires  either  luck  or 
good  intelligence  to  direct  the  unmanned  air¬ 
craft,  since  the  region  is  too  large  to  maintain 
constant  surveillance.”26  By  working  with  ground 
units  to  cull  out  their  relevant  knowledge 
about  the  AO  and  the  enemy’s  actions  there, 
the  CFACC  can  employ  his  or  her  ISR  assets 
more  effectively  to  increase  the  probability  of 
detecting  priority  information  needed  by  the 
maneuver  unit  to  conduct  its  COIN  opera¬ 
tions.  The  CFACC  must  therefore  understand 
how  to  employ  ISR  appropriately  to  find  enemy 
activity,  maintain  connection  with  the  sup¬ 
ported  unit  to  understand  the  enemy  that  he 
or  she  seeks  to  find,  become  adept  at  passing 
actionable  intelligence  in  a  timely  manner  to 
key  decision  makers  at  the  battalion  and  bri¬ 
gade  levels,  and  remain  highly  responsive  in 
providing  ISR  to  support  resultant  operations. 

The  CFACC’s  Intelligence, 
Surveillance,  and  Reconnaissance 
Support  to  Counterinsurgency 
Operations 

Unfortunately,  the  current  CFACC  approach 
to  providing  ISR  support  to  COIN  does  not 
meet  the  requirements  for  this  form  of  war. 
AOC  ISR  processes  were  developed  so  that 
CFACC  ISR  assets  could  locate  enemy  equip¬ 
ment  and  report  hostile  locations  to  the  AOC, 
which,  in  turn,  could  direct  air  assets  to  destroy 
enemy  threats.  Given  the  nature  of  the  insur¬ 
gencies  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan,  the  types  of 
collection  challenges  presented  by  insurgents, 
the  variety  of  missions  conducted  by  coalition 
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forces,  and  the  timelines  they  require  to  plan 
for  operations,  how  does  the  CFACC  currently 
approach  ISR  support  to  COIN? 

For  the  most  part,  current  COIN  opera¬ 
tions  still  use  the  timelines  and  processes  em¬ 
ployed  during  the  conventional  phase  of  Iraqi 
Freedom.  CFACC  timelines  for  conventional 
wars  necessitate  that  components  submit  their 
ISR  requests  approximately  48  hours  prior  to 
ATO  execution.  This  deadline  has  not  changed 
for  the  COIN  phase  of  either  Iraqi  Freedom 
or  Enduring  Freedom.27  The  CAOC  at  A1 
Udeid  generally  directs  that  the  JTFs  (Multi- 
National  Corps-/ Force-Iraq  and  Combined 
Joint  Task  Force  76)  have  their  requirements 
to  collection  managers  48  hours  prior  to  ATO 
execution.28  Simple  math  highlights  the  flaw 
in  this  system.  The  commanders  of  the  2d  Bri¬ 
gade  Combat  Team  of  the  4th  Infantry  Divi¬ 
sion  in  Iraq  or  Task  Force  Devil  in  Afghani¬ 
stan,  for  instance,  have  to  generate  their  ISR 
requirements  at  least  72  hours  prior  to  ATO 
execution  so  that  the  JTF  has  time  to  massage 
and  approve  them  before  sending  them  to  the 
CAOC  48  hours  prior  to  execution.  Often,  the 
subordinate  battalion  must  submit  its  require¬ 
ments  to  the  brigade  level  96  hours  out  to  give 
the  brigade  time  to  prioritize  its  own  as  well  as 
the  subordinate  battalions’  ISR  requests  be¬ 
fore  sending  them  to  higher  echelons.  Pre¬ 
dicting  what  the  enemy  will  do,  knowing  the 
exact  nature  of  the  upcoming  friendly  mis¬ 
sion,  and  understanding  exactly  how  ISR  will 
be  employed  that  far  in  advance  all  pose  a 
challenge  in  the  extremely  dynamic  COIN 
battlefield.  Moreover,  this  burdensome  pro¬ 
cess  simply  discourages  many  units  from  sub¬ 
mitting  requirements  and  creates  a  mind-set 
at  the  tactical  level  that  CFACC  assets,  such  as 
the  Global  Hawk  or  U-2,  are  unavailable  to 
support  them.29 

The  CFACC  also  follows  conventional  pro¬ 
cedures  for  determining  targets  for  imaging. 
For  instance,  a  collection  manager  in  the  AOC 
will  gather  all  of  the  ISR  target  requests  from 
Iraqi  Freedom,  rank  them  according  to  theater 
priorities,  and  then  draw  a  “cut  line”  above 
which  assets  will  image  the  targets.  This  line  is 
based  upon  a  number  of  factors  but  depends 
upon  the  number  of  targets  that  a  given  ATO’s 


ISR  assets  can  image.  For  example,  units  in 
Iraq  may  put  in  requests  for  900  targets  for  im¬ 
aging,  but  the  CFACC  may  have  the  capacity 
to  image  only  500.  In  this  case,  ISR  assets  will 
image  the  500  highest-ranking  targets.  This 
collection-management  method,  known  as 
“peanut-butter  spreading,”  divides  ISR  among 
a  large  number  of  requestors  by  giving  each  a 
portion  of  the  collection  it  asked  for.  This 
method  has  the  advantage  of  supporting  a  sig¬ 
nificant  number  of  customers  and  imaging  a 
sizeable  number  of  targets.  This  process  works 
tine  in  a  conventional  fight,  but  it  is  woefully 
inadequate  for  COIN,  in  which  it  is  often  pref¬ 
erable  to  dedicate  an  ISR  asset  to  a  specific 
problem  for  a  long  period  of  time  in  order  to 
detect  activity  more  clearly.  Admiral  Jacoby 
noted  that  “we  need  to  be  in  an  environment 
where  we  can  achieve  persistent  surveillance, 
which  means  being  able  to  linger  on  the  prob¬ 
lem  as  long  as  it  takes  to  understand  it.”30 

The  CFACC’s  current  approach  to  persis¬ 
tence  involves  thinking  of  the  problem  in  terms 
of  space  rather  than  time.  Sprinkling  ISR 
around  all  of  Iraq  or  Afghanistan  rather  than 
focusing  it  on  a  limited  number  of  areas  cre¬ 
ates  the  illusion  of  persistence.  For  example, 
daily  ISR  update  briefings  to  commanders  de¬ 
pict  various  colored  circles  representing  an  as¬ 
sortment  of  collection  assets  covering  most  of 
the  country.31  However,  in  a  COIN,  ISR  must 
often  remain  persistent  over  a  single  problem 
set  for  an  extended  period  of  time  in  order  to 
develop  the  intelligence  picture  and  tease  out 
actionable  intelligence.  Clearly,  the  trade-off 
with  this  type  of  approach  is  that  the  CFACC 
can  image  only  a  small  number  of  targets.  The 
litmus  test  for  success  is  not  the  number  of  tar¬ 
gets  imaged  but  the  actual  intelligence  de¬ 
rived  from  these  missions  and  the  resultant 
impact  on  friendly  operations. 

Not  only  has  the  AOC  failed  to  change  its 
tasking  timelines  and  collection-deck  proce¬ 
dures  to  meet  the  demands  of  COIN,  but  also 
it  has  failed  to  adequately  facilitate  the  inte¬ 
gration  of  ISR  into  coalition  schemes  of  ma¬ 
neuver.  As  discussed  earlier,  many  ground 
operations  are  time  sensitive  and  driven  by 
intelligence.  If,  for  instance,  HUMINT  indi¬ 
cates  that  Taliban  fighters  will  cross  the  bor- 
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der  from  Pakistan  into  Afghanistan  in  the 
next  24  hours,  the  ground  commander  will 
require  ISR  support  to  search  for  and  locate 
this  possible  activity.  Because  the  tasking  pro¬ 
cess  is  so  hierarchical,  the  responsible  bri¬ 
gade  may  not  have  its  requests  for  ISR  assis¬ 
tance  approved  in  time  to  support  planning 
for  its  operations.32 

Additionally,  no  formal  mechanism  exists 
to  link  the  actual  ISR  units  to  the  supported 
ground  units.  As  mentioned  earlier  by  Colonel 
Waring,  this  link  is  necessary  so  that  the 
ground  unit  can  clearly  tell  the  CFACC  unit — 
in  this  case,  the  collection  unit — how  the 
enemy  functions  in  its  AO,  how  ISR  can  detect 
insurgent  activity,  and  how  ISR  can  integrate 
into  friendly  operations.  For  example,  a  bat¬ 
talion  planning  for  an  upcoming  cordon-and- 
search  mission  might  request  ISR  to  search 
for  IEDs  and  ambush  locations.  By  linking  the 
two  parties  (ISR  unit  to  ground  units  direcdy) , 
the  collection  unit  can  learn  from  the  sup¬ 
ported  battalion  where  insurgents  typically 
place  IEDs  (e.g.,  near  street  corners)  in  their 
AO,  which,  in  turn,  focuses  the  search  pat¬ 
terns  of  the  ISR  unit  on  the  areas  most  likely 
to  contain  IEDs.  Again,  in  the  multivariate  vio¬ 
lence  in  Iraq  and  Afghanistan,  each  battalion 
knows  best  how  the  enemy  in  its  AO  operates. 
Because  a  typical  collection  unit  will  be  tasked 
to  fly  over  and  support  multiple  units  during  a 
single  mission,  it  must  be  able  to  schedule  the 
collection  so  that  it  completes  the  data  gather¬ 
ing  in  time  to  support  friendly  operations. 
Once  again,  the  collection  unit  must  stay  in 
touch  with  the  supported  unit  to  facilitate  this 
level  of  integration. 

Ensuring  that  such  integration  occurs  is 
the  responsibility  of  the  CFACC.  As  the  pro¬ 
vider  of  ISR,  the  AOC  must  meet  the  needs  of 
the  requestor.  To  do  so,  the  AOC  tasks  ISR 
units  to  perform  collection  in  support  of  ma¬ 
neuver  units.  Unfortunately,  the  tasking 
mechanism  is  based  on  a  conventional  model 
which  largely  assumes  that  ISR  would  sup¬ 
port  operational-level  commanders,  and,  as 
such,  no  mechanism  exists  to  provide  the 
level  of  tactical  granularity  needed  by  ISR 
units  to  execute  effective  collection  in  sup¬ 
port  of  COIN  operations. 


Recommendations 

Because  the  conventional  collection- 
management  processes  now  employed  by  the 
AOC  undermine  its  ability  to  optimize  ISR 
support  to  COIN  efforts  in  Afghanistan  and 
Iraq,  the  CFACC  must  reevaluate  his  or  her 
approach  to  this  nontraditional  form  of  war¬ 
fare.  Specifically,  the  CFACC  should  shorten 
ISR-request  timelines,  change  the  tasking  pro¬ 
cess,  synchronize  ISR  collection  with  the 
ground  scheme  of  maneuver,  and  codify  the 
changes  so  that  the  AOC  can  employ  ISR 
across  the  range  of  military  operations. 

Changing  the  ISR  request-and-tasking  pro¬ 
cess  will  result  in  the  greatest  improvement  in 
the  CFACC’s  ISR  support  to  COIN.  To  trun¬ 
cate  the  timelines  associated  with  requesting 
ISR  support,  the  CFACC  can  adopt  the  same 
process  used  for  CAS  requests,  whereby  ground 
units  submit  air-support  requests  to  the  AOC, 
typically  36  hours  prior  to  ATO  execution.33 
That  is,  the  ground  unit  requests  CAS  support 
for  a  specific  mission  during  a  block  of  time 
for  a  general  area.  The  AOC  prioritizes  the  re¬ 
quests  and  determines  which  ones  it  can  sat¬ 
isfy.  However,  the  ground  unit  decides  how  to 
use  that  CAS  asset  once  it  checks  in  with  its 
ground  customer.  Applying  this  methodology 
to  collection  not  only  would  shorten  the  time¬ 
lines  for  requesting  collection  but  also  would 
allow  the  tasking  of  ISR  assets  for  imaging  the 
most  current  and  important  targets  of  the 
ground  commander  and  put  the  asset  in  a 
direct-support  role.  For  example,  a  Global 
Hawk  could  be  assigned  to  support  a  brigade 
for  two  hours  during  a  given  operation.  Prior 
to  departure,  the  aircraft’s  team  could  contact 
the  supported  ground  unit  and  receive  an  up¬ 
date  on  its  operation  as  well  as  additional  in¬ 
formation  about  the  enemy.  Before  entering 
the  brigade’s  AO,  the  Global  Hawk  pilot  could 
check  in  with  the  brigade  for  a  tasking  update. 
The  supported  unit  could  then  elect  to  have 
ISR  targets  collected  as  planned,  drop  irrelevant 
targets,  or  add  those  required  by  changes  in 
enemy  movements  or  friendly  operations.  Em¬ 
ploying  the  CAS  air-support-request  method 
for  ISR  does  not  preclude  the  use  of  collec¬ 
tion  decks.  Units  and  operational  headquar- 
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ters  could  still  submit  targets  to  the  AOC  for 
standard  collection.  The  AOC  would  simply 
have  to  determine  the  amount  of  time  a  plat¬ 
form  would  spend  collecting  deck  targets  ver¬ 
sus  providing  direct  support  to  ground  units. 
However,  by  adding  the  air-support-request 
method  and  allowing  units  to  submit  requests 
for  direct  support  36  hours  in  advance,  ground 
units  could  continuously  update  the  targets 
they  want  collected.  The  AOC  could  thereby 
ensure  that  the  targets  for  intelligence  collec¬ 
tion  were  relevant  to  the  situation  on  the 
battlefield  as  opposed  to  determining  them 
72-96  hours  earlier. 

Though  some  might  argue  that  the  CFACC 
would  lose  control  of  his  or  her  theater  assets 
through  the  use  of  the  air-support-request 
method,  the  alternative  is  to  peanut-butter- 
spread  them  over  large  areas,  imaging  poten¬ 
tially  irrelevant  targets  in  an  attempt  to  service 
as  many  collection-deck  targets  as  possible.  Al¬ 
though  for  conventional  wars,  we  must  often 
image  large  numbers  of  targets,  doing  so  di¬ 
lutes  the  effectiveness  of  ISR  in  COIN.  Of 
note,  the  AOC  would  still  maintain  direction 
of  the  asset  in  the  tasking  process  by  determin¬ 
ing  which  units  to  assign  it  to  and  for  what  du¬ 
ration.  Furthermore,  the  AOC  would  keep  di¬ 
vert  authority  for  the  collection  asset,  retaining 
the  ability  to  shift  the  platform  to  higher- 
priority  operations  during  execution,  when 
required.  In  the  final  analysis,  this  air-support- 
request  method  would  greatly  increase  the  flexi¬ 
bility  and  relevance  of  CFACC  ISR  by  provid¬ 
ing  current,  direct  support  to  COIN  operations. 

The  CFACC  can  also  improve  ISR  support 
to  COIN  and  optimize  collection  by  facilitat¬ 
ing  the  integration  of  ISR  units  with  the 
ground  scheme  of  maneuver  prior  to  and  dur¬ 
ing  mission  execution.  The  CFACC  currently 
uses  the  reconnaissance,  surveillance,  and  tar¬ 
get  acquisition  annex,  produced  for  every 
ATO,  to  pass  the  collection  game  plan  to  ISR 
units.  Unfortunately,  this  product  has  evolved 
into  a  generic,  high-level  document  that  com¬ 
municates  very  little  information  of  tactical 
relevance.  We  should  amend  the  annex  to 
provide  ISR  units  with  contextual  guidance 
for  their  mission.  The  document  should  link 
collection  units  with  the  ground  units  they 


support  to  provide  contact  information  and  as 
much  enemy  and  friendly  information  as  pos¬ 
sible.  Doing  so  will  integrate  CFACC  collec¬ 
tion  with  ground  operations  and  move  it  from 
a  target-centric  to  a  mission-focused  model. 

Finally,  changes  to  AOC  ISR  procedures  that 
reflect  COIN  requirements  should  be  codi¬ 
fied  in  joint  doctrine  and  in  Air  Force  tactics, 
techniques,  and  procedures  documents  to  en¬ 
able  operational  commanders  to  request  and 
use  ISR  according  to  the  type  of  war  they  are 
fighting.  Current  joint  and  Air  Force  AOC 
documentation  focuses  solely  on  major  theater 
war.34  By  providing  conventional  and  COIN 
methodologies  for  operational  ISR,  the  CFACC 
will  be  able  to  support  operations  across  the 
spectrum  of  warfare. 

Conclusion 

Success  in  the  COINs  in  Iraq  and  Afghani¬ 
stan  is  critical  to  securing  our  nation’s  defense. 
Key  to  achieving  victory  are  the  synchroniza¬ 
tion  and  optimization  of  all  resources  the 
United  States  commits  to  Iraqi  Freedom  and 
Enduring  Freedom.  The  CFACC  must  also  op¬ 
timize  the  effectiveness  of  the  ISR  provided  to 
US  forces  as  these  troops  pursue  their  goals  in 
the  security  arena  of  these  COIN  operations. 

Unfortunately,  the  air  component  finds  it¬ 
self  ill  equipped  to  handle  the  ISR  challenges 
of  COIN  because  it  still  adheres  to  its  heritage 
of  major  theater  war,  which  emphasizes  the 
detection  and  destruction  of  conventional  tar¬ 
gets,  a  lengthy  planning  process,  and  support 
to  operational-level  commanders.  However, 
the  COINs  in  Iraqi  Freedom  and  Enduring 
Freedom,  centered  around  lower-echelon 
commanders  who  face  a  multitude  of  differ¬ 
ent  insurgent  groups  fighting  with  asymmetric 
means,  differ  greatly  from  major  theater  war. 
US  ground  commanders,  therefore,  need 
flexible,  time-sensitive  ISR  support  from  the 
CFACC  to  assist  them  in  combating  an  uncon¬ 
ventional  enemy.  The  current  CFACC  collection- 
management  system  does  not  meet  the  COIN 
needs  of  ground  commanders,  but  truncating 
request  timelines,  adjusting  the  ISR  tasking 
process  to  mirror  the  CAS-request  process, 
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synchronizing  collection  with  ground  opera¬ 
tions,  and  codifying  these  changes  in  joint 
doctrine  would  gready  increase  the  system’s 
utility. 

By  revamping  the  ISR  approach  to  COIN, 
the  CFACC  will  increase  the  value  of  the  intel¬ 
ligence  provided  to  ground  commanders  and 
play  a  valuable  role  in  assisting  supported  JTF, 
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